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JaeGil Lee
Abstract: This paper explores Hindu Swami
Satyananda’s influence on John Main’s Christian
Meditation. Main claimed The Conferences of John
Cassian as the primary source of Christian
Meditation. Through a comparative analysis,
this paper examines the writings of Main in
relation to both The Conferences and
Satyananda’s meditation and general Hindu
mantra meditation. The comparative study
reveals certain differences between Main’s and
Cassian’s contemplative prayer forms. By
showing the parallels and correspondences
between a Hindu mantra meditation taught by
Satyananda and Christian Meditation, this paper
claims the latter to be a product of interreligious
dialogue/practice—a creative integration of
Christian contemplative prayer and Hindu
mantra meditation, rather than simply a
discovery of a lost contemplative practice,
rooted in the Christian mystical tradition. It
illuminates John Main’s role as a pioneer of

Christian-Hindu dialogue at the level of religious
experience and practice.
Introduction
IN the Christian tradition, contemplative prayer
is generally a wordless and imageless prayer
that is thought to lead one to an elevated state
or condition in one’s communion with God
beyond thoughts, images, emotions, and senses. 2
Along with the Centering Prayer of Thomas
Keating (1923-2018), Christian Meditation,
developed by John Main (1926-1982) is one of the
most popular forms of Christian contemplative
prayer in the West today.
It is interesting to recognize that John Main
called his contemplative prayer method
“Christian Meditation.” Did he use the adjective
Christian to refer to its intended practitioners (a
practice for Christians), its root (a practice from a
Christian tradition), or its characteristics (a
practice of Christianity)? Whatever his implicit
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intention was for this, the name “Christian
Meditation” gives an impression that its nature
and features would be typical of, or common to,
Christian contemplative prayer. In fact, Main
asserts that his contemplative prayer method
has a long tradition in Church history, and so he
depicts Christian Meditation as a modern
Christian form of contemplative prayer.
Although he admits he was exposed to a Hindu
mantra meditation, Main attributes the source
of his method primarily to the teachings on
prayer of John Cassian (360-435) in The
Conferences. 3
Other scholars and writers, such as Ernest E.
Larkin, Laurence Freeman, Wayne Teasdale, and
Paul Harris, also identify Christian sources as the
root of Christian Meditation. 4 They claim that
Main’s contemplative prayer exercise was based
on the Christian contemplative tradition and he
simply renewed the lost art of Christian
contemplative prayer for contemporary people.
Referring to Christian Meditation as well as
Centering Prayer, for instance, Larkin says, “The
architects of these new prayer forms learned
from the East, but they based their teaching on
the ancient, Western mystical tradition…. John
Main discovered Christian Meditation in John
Cassian.” 5 Another similar view is found in
Wayne
Teasdale’s
comments:
“Eastern
meditation has inspired Christian forms of
contemplation like Thomas Keating’s Centering
Prayer and the Christian Meditation founded by
John Main, an English-Irish Benedictine monk,
though both remain rooted in the Christian
mystical tradition.” 6
However, we hear a quite different voice
from Amir Farid Isahak, chairperson of Interfaith Fellowship of Malaysia. He wrote the
following in Dharma, the periodical of the “Pure
Life Society”:
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Swamiji’s [Satyananda] legacy continues in
over 100 countries through the World
Community for Christian Meditation
(WCCM). Father John Main was a
Benedictine monk who learnt meditation
from Swamiji while serving here as part of
the British Civil Service. He taught Swamiji’s
meditation method to thousands of Christians
worldwide…. Now it is Father Laurence
Freeman who is the most ardent Christian
teacher
and
promoter
of
the
meditative/contemplative prayer method
taught by Swamiji. 7
It is intriguing to hear him claim that “[John
Main] taught Swamiji’s meditation method to
thousands of Christians worldwide.” What does
he mean by this? Does he claim that Christian
Meditation is the same as a Hindu meditation
method taught by Swami Satyananda? In that
essay, he did not expand on this point. This
paper will identify in Christian Meditation some
features of Hindu mantra meditation, which
could be possible clues to why Isahak made such
a bold statement.
John Main’s Initiation into Hindu Mantra
Meditation and His Encounter of Contemplative
Prayer in Cassian’s Conferences
There is no secret that John Main learned
meditation from a Hindu monk, Swami
Satyananda (1909-1961). In 1955, while serving
in the British Colonial Service in Malaya (now
Peninsular Malaysia), Main met Satyananda in
Kuala Lumpur.
As a colonial officer, one afternoon Main
visited the monk to thank him for his social
service. The Swami was the founder of the “Pure
Life Society,” a community where people from
different backgrounds could live together,
which included an orphanage, a school, a

2

Lee: The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s Chr

64 Jaegil Lee
library, a dispensary, and a printing press. 8 In
this visit, Main was moved by the Swami’s
peacefulness and holiness. Soon he found
himself having a conversation on meditation
with him. The Swami asked Main if he practiced
meditation. Main answered that he tried to do a
kind of discursive meditation, now “known as
the Ignatian method of meditation.” 9 The Swami
replied “that his own tradition of meditation
was quite different….The aim of meditation was
the coming to awareness of the Spirit of the
universe who dwells in our hearts.” 10 Being
deeply impressed by the Swami’s words and
wisdom, Main asked him if as a Christian he
could learn meditation and “if he would accept
[him] as a pupil to teach [him] how to meditate
in his way.” 11 The Swami suggested that Main
come to practice meditation with him once a
week, and Main agreed, thus becoming initiated
into Hindu mantra meditation.
Main returned each week to learn and
practice meditation with the Hindu monk. On
his first visit, the Swami introduced him to a
mantra meditation. Main says, “Every week for
about 18 months, I went out to this holy man of
God, sat down beside him and meditated with
him for half an hour.” 12 During this period, at
each meditation meeting, the Swami gave a few
lessons on meditation and Main was able to ask
questions arising from his daily practice.
Ironically, Main was forced to give up this
mantra meditation when he became a
Benedictine novice. It was in 1959. His novice
master prevented him from practicing the
Eastern meditation, which he thought of as a
“foreign import, alien to the Christian
tradition.” 13 In obedience, during this period of
time Main did not meditate in the way he
learned from his Hindu teacher. He described
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this painful experience as “wandering in the
wilderness.” 14
Despite not practicing for well over a
decade, Main never forgot the mantra
meditation. When he was headmaster at St.
Anselm’s School in Washington, D.C., he had a
chance to read Augustine Baker’s (1575-1641)
Holy Wisdom with a young student. Baker’s
comments on Cassian’s contemplative prayer
led Main to read The Conferences in 1974. That
enabled him to connect Hindu mantra
meditation to “the practice of using a single
short phrase to achieve the stillness” from The
Conferences. 15 Finding the instructions for the
method of unceasing prayer in the Tenth
Conference, Main remarked, “I was arrived
home once more and returned to the practice of
the mantra.” 16 Referring to this important event
in Main’s life, Laurence Freeman, a pupil and
successor of Main in teaching and promoting
Christian Mediation, comments:
In John Cassian’s tenth Conference he
recognized a treatment of the early practice
of the mantra in the Christian tradition….In a
shock of revelation he recognized the
practice of the mantra itself, the ideal of silence,
the stilling of mental activity, and the
unself-consciousness of “pure prayer” that
he had learned from Swami Satyananda….Now
he was reconnected to the path of meditation
within an explicitly Christian understanding. 17
While helping us recognize the significance of
Main’s encounter of a contemplative prayer
form with a prayer formula from Cassian’s
Conferences, Laurence’s words lead us to ask key
questions: (i) is Main’s Christian Meditation a
“path of meditation within an explicitly
Christian understanding”? (ii) is Cassian’s
method identical with Swami Satyandanda’s
mantra meditation (Isahak’s claim)? (iii) is
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Main’s Christian Meditation
integration of two traditions?

a

creative

Cassian’s Contemplative Prayer Form
In the ninth and tenth Conferences, Cassian
describes his method of contemplative prayer,
“unceasing prayer.” The primary method which
Cassian teaches is a continual repetition of a
biblical formula of only a few words. 18 It is
known as “monologistic prayer.” Abbot Isaac,
who appears to be the spokesman on prayer in
Cassian’s book, prescribes Psalm 70:1 as the
fundamental formula for unceasing prayer:
“Come to my help, O God; Lord, hurry to my
rescue.” Using this short formula, one’s prayer
is capable of being brief and frequent. Through
this verse, one attempts to posture the heart
before God, focusing all one’s energy and
attention on the presence of God. As Columba
Stewart describes the dynamic, this biblical
formula functions as an “undercurrent in the
river of words that carries [the pray-er] through
day and night, coming to the surface in the
interstices of other forms of prayer or in times
of particular need.” 19 The following words
reveal a general sense of how to apply this
formula in prayer, and include some
methodological features of unceasing prayer:
It [Psalm 70:1] can be adapted to every
condition and can be usefully deployed
against every temptation. It carries within it
a cry of help to God in the face of every
danger. It expresses the humility of a pious
confession. It conveys the watchfulness
born of unending worry and fear. It conveys
a sense of our frailty, the assurance of being
heard, the confidence in help that is always
and everywhere present. Someone forever
calling out to his protector is indeed very
sure of having him close by. 20
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As clearly reflected in this account, this
prayer is used as a weapon against temptation,
fear, despair or any other obstacle or resistance
to one’s openness to Spirit. It plays a role as “an
unassailable wall” and “a very strong
shield…under the attack of demons.” 21 Abbot
Isaac asserts that constantly repeating it
protects the person in times of trials. This type
of prayer is called “antirrhetic prayer,”
reflecting
Evagrius’
work,
Antirrhetikos
(Counter-Arguments, or Refutation). While, in
his book, Evagrius provides about five hundred
biblical phrases as counter-points against
specific temptations and passions, Cassian gives
only Psalm 70:1 to combat every temptation. 22
Cassian prescribes this verse to fight off
demonic passions and temptations.
In repeating the formula, one cries out for
divine help. Psalm 70:1 is expressed as a
desperate plea for God’s assistance in the face of
danger: it is “the terrified cry of someone who
sees the snares of the enemy, the cry of someone
besieged day and night and exclaiming that he
cannot escape unless his protector comes to the
rescue.” 23 Abbot Isaac admonishes, if being
troubled by the urges of anger, greed, or
sadness, one should “cry out with loud groaning:
‘O God, incline unto my aid; O Lord, make haste
to help me.’” 24 To “cry” is the most frequently
used verb to describe how to say the formula in
the heart. Thomas Merton refers to the
repetition of the formula as “constant use of this
ejaculation in the depths of our hearts;” 25 hence
this type of prayer is traditionally called
“ejaculatory prayer.”
So Cassian’s unceasing prayer integrates the
formula of Psalm 70:1 with emotion. A. M. C.
Casiday claims that “in numerous passages,”
Cassian “dwells on the profound emotions that
enrich the Christian’s life of prayer.” 26 As one

4

Lee: The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s Chr

66 Jaegil Lee
prays with the biblical verse, one does not leave
emotions behind, but brings them into the
prayer. The prayer is to be fully charged with
human affections related to devotional fervor or
ardor. Cassian’s spokesman, Abbot Isaac, asserts,
“Not without reason has this verse been selected
from out of the whole body of Scripture. For it
takes up all the emotions that can be applied to
human nature….It contains a burning love and
charity, awareness of traps, and a fear of
enemies.” 27 The biblical verse, “‘O God, come to
my assistance; O Lord make haste to help me’ is
to awaken every devout sentiment in our
hearts.” 28 Moreover, one is encouraged to
experience in one’s heart “the identical feelings
in which the psalm was composed or sung” and
“find all these sentiments expressed” in it. 29
Main’s Christian Meditation in Comparison with
Cassian’s Prayer Form
Christian Meditation is called a “mantra
prayer.” Main does not shy away from using the
Hindu term mantra for the prayer-word or
phrase that is silently repeated during a period
of meditation. Main and Freeman call Christian
Meditation’s formal instruction “How to
Meditate.” It is so simple that its description is
less than ninety words. 30 In Christian
Meditation, one is taught to sit upright, close the
eyes, and interiorly repeat a mantra. One should
“not think or imagine anything—spiritual or
otherwise. If thoughts and images come, these
are distractions at the time of meditation, so
keep returning to simply saying the word.” 31
The mantra that Main recommends is
maranatha, which means “Come Lord.” 32 The
reason he advocates maranatha as a mantra is
that it is Aramaic, Jesus’ language, and “one of
the earliest recorded Christian prayers.” 33
However, Main advises that one should not
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think or ponder about the meaning of it, but
simply recite it inwardly.
Cassian’s contemplative prayer and
Christian Meditation both use a brief biblical
verse or phrase and require the practitioners to
recite it uninterruptedly throughout the prayer.
Cassian and Main both stress the importance of
the recitation of the prayer-word. Nevertheless,
it is not difficult to recognize practical
differences between the two prayer forms.
Christian Meditation’s manner of repeating a
prayer formula is different from Cassian’s. First,
Main teaches the practitioners to say the mantra
as four syllables of equal length: ma-ra-na-tha.
Although it is not essential, he suggests that the
mantra can be associated with breathing. He
believes that it is best to say the mantra on the
in-breath and breathe out in silence. 34 By doing
so, the practitioners find their own rhythm and
speed for reciting the mantra. According to Paul
Harris, another advocate of Christian
Meditation, it is “important to come to a
comfortable rhythmic pattern reciting the
mantra in conjunction with one’s breathing and
build this discipline into one’s meditative
practice.” 35 The rhythm of saying the mantra is
to become natural to each practitioner.
Second, for Main, Christian Meditation is a
way of great gentleness. Gentleness is an
important attitude in practice. Main advises his
practitioners to “use all your energy to say your
mantra with absolute gentleness.”36 One should
recite a mantra “calmly, peacefully, and with
complete simplicity.” 37 Despite having
undesired thoughts in mind, one is instructed to
say a mantra “very gently” and to let go of
thoughts “without force.” 38 One should not fight
against thoughts as if one were to “attempt to
hit the other thoughts over the head so as to
banish them,” 39 but rather one ought to repeat
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the mantra in a relaxed way. 40 Maintaining a
calm inner posture is a crucial characteristic of
Christian Meditation.
Third, it is interesting to learn that not only
saying a mantra but also listening to it is an
essential part of the practice. Their instruction,
“How to Meditate,” directs one to “listen to it as
you say it.” 41 To listen to the mantra means that
you say it as a word and as a sound. 42 What one
listens to is not the meaning, but the sound of
the mantra. In his talk to the Trappist monks at
Gethsemani Abbey, Main says, “The essence, the
art of saying the mantra is: to say it, to sound it,
to listen to it and just to ignore the
distractions.” 43 “The mantra is just like a
harmonic,” so by listening to it, you come to
“listen to that harmonic sounding in [your] own
heart.” 44 Main believes that the mantra sounds
by itself with a certain power. He says, “Let the
mantra sound in your heart and mind, rooting
you gently in the center….Let the constantly
sounding mantra gently lead you to a depth
beyond words and thoughts and images.” 45 For
Main, to learn to meditate means to learn to
listen to the mantra as “the profoundest and
most supreme sound in your being.” 46
These three pivotal practical elements of
Christian Meditation are absent in, and foreign
to, Cassian’s teachings on contemplative prayer.
Although the practitioner might occasionally or
eventually be able to repeat the prayer-phrase
gently and peacefully, this is not his/her
primary attitude. In Cassian’s understanding,
the practitioners are not able to “control [their]
wandering thoughts” and to “even pour our
[their] prayer” by themselves. 47 Also, undesired
thoughts are even viewed as possibly being
demonic passions and from the eight vices. 48 In
this context, Psalm 70:1, “Come to my help, O
God; Lord, hurry to my rescue,” is a powerful
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weapon which defeats all kinds of unwanted
thoughts. If a person is “unable to control
[his/her] wandering thoughts,” s/he is
instructed to “cry out in [her/his] need.” 49 In
this way, Psalm 70:1 plays a significant role as an
“unassailable wall…for all those who labor under
the attack of demons.” 50 Thus, the practitioner
says it to reject undesired thoughts.
Directions to repeat the prayer-phrase
rhythmically, possibly in conjunction with one’s
breathing, and listening to the sound of it, are
also not present in Cassian’s instruction on
unceasing prayer. While claiming that these two
practical guidelines help practitioners to move
towards the center of the self where God dwells,
Main asks them not to ponder upon the meaning
of the prayer-word. He thinks that engaging
with its meaning generates thoughts and images
in the mind, so they should not think of the
meaning. 51 However, paying no attention to the
meaning of the prayer-phrase during the time of
prayer is incompatible with Cassian’s teaching
on contemplative prayer. Rather, he encourages
his monks to ponder upon the scriptural verse.
For Cassian, not only the simplicity, but also the
very meaning, of the pray-phrase is crucial.
Psalm 70:1 shows the attitude of contemplative
prayer, as it reflects the practitioner’s humility,
desperate need of God’s help, and sincere
invocation for divine grace. According to
Cassian, the practitioner has to meditate upon
the verse with “all the dispositions” expressed
in the psalm. 52 So, “the power of what is said” in
the prayer-phrase cannot be put aside, but
should be fully taken in.
Possible Influences of Hindu Mantra Meditation
Here we explore Satyananda’s meditation
instruction, as well as more general Hindu
mantra meditation, to show parallels and

6

Lee: The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s Chr

68 Jaegil Lee
similarities between Christian Meditation and
Hindu mantra meditation. “Listen to it [the
mantra] as you say it” 53 is commonly found in
the instruction for Hindu mantra meditations.
The same instruction is used in Transcendental
Meditation—possibly, the most well-known
form of mantra meditation in the West.
According to Agehananda Bharati, the initiates
of Transcendental Meditation are told to “listen
to the inner sound of the mantra unfolding.” 54 In
chanting the mantra Om out loud, practitioners
are advised to “listen with great attention and
contemplate the innate power of sound and its
ability to manifest. This will lead to hearing the
Cosmic AUM which is not a physical experience,
but one that is heard by the inner ear.” 55 The
significance of listening is understandable
because, in Hindu traditions, the mantras were
first heard by spiritual seers and have been
handed down from generation to generation. 56
As the practitioners hear it, the mantra is
experienced as sound and vibration.
Unfortunately, we do not have Satyananda’s
own words on this theme. However, Main
remembers his teaching: “My teacher used to
say this to me: ‘When you get to this listening
stage it’s as though you are toiling up a
mountainside and the mantra is sounding in the
valley down below you.’” 57 Because, at the
beginning stage, listening to the mantra, while
reciting it is difficult for many people, as their
mind may be pulled into different directions,
their ability to hear it has to be developed. That
is the reason why Satyananda refers to listening
as an advanced stage. It appears that Main
learned from Satyananda to listen to the mantra
during meditation.
Concerning listening to the sound of the
mantra, there are many examples of Hindu
mantra meditations which correspond to Main’s
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Christian Meditation. One is found in Ram Dass’
1970s’ bestselling book, Be Here Now. He briefly
describes the process of assimilating a mantra
into meditation practice: “Start to pronounce
His name [Rama as a mantra] silently. It is two
syllables: Ra and Ma. However, the “a” of Ma is
sounded silently. Listen inside until you can
hear the name and then begin to let it come
outside, as if you were speaking along with the
inside voice which is whispering it….” 58 Here,
we can identify both aspects in engaging with
the mantra, that is, to recite it and to listen
inside to hear it. Saying “let it come outside,”
Ram Dass suggests that the source sound of the
mantra which the meditator will be hearing
transcends the mental sound s/he is creating
within her/himself.
Another example is from Pandit Rajmani
Tigunait’s The Power of Mantra and the Mystery of
Initiation: “First we repeat it [mantra] mentally,
then we begin to hear it. As our practice
deepens, the sound of the mantra becomes more
subtle and silent, until eventually we neither
repeat nor hear it, but rejoice inwardly in its
soundless sound.” 59 For Tigunait, both reciting
and hearing the mantra comprise the practice of
the mantra meditation.
A more detailed instruction for mantra
repetition meditation is described by Swami
Muktananda, an influential Hindu meditation
teacher for Westerners. The following
description is offered under the subsection title,
“How to Repeat the Mantra” in his book, Where
Are You Going?: A Guide to the Spiritual Journey. The
mantra he gives to his audience is Om Namah
Shivaya: 60 “You should repeat the mantra
silently, at the same speed at which you talk. You
can also coordinate it with the breathing,
repeating it once with the inhalation and once
with the exhalation….Listen to it as you repeat it,

7

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 33 [2020], Art. 12

The Influence of Swami Satyananda’s Meditation on John Main’s Christian Meditation 69
and in that way your mind will become
permeated with mantra.” 61 His words, “Listen to
it as you repeat it” are almost identical with the
phrase in Christian Meditation’s instruction:
“Listen to it as you say it.” 62
In Muktananda’s instruction we can
recognize two other possible influences of
Hindu mantra meditation on Main’s Christian
Meditation, that is, consideration of the tempo
and breathing with the mantra in contemplative
prayer. Although the manner of breathing in
relation to mantra recitation may differ from
one school to another, it is common for the
instructions on mantra meditation to be
concerned with the rhythm of reciting the
mantra, possibly in conjunction with breath.
It is helpful to quote Main’s advice regarding
this matter:
That’s something that you discover a
natural rhythm for….but probably the best
way to say the mantra is to breathe in the
mantra and breathe out in silence.
Sometimes people find that a four-syllable
mantra like maranatha is too much for their
lungs and they can’t breathe it all in. And if
you can’t while you’re learning to breathe
more deeply then you can perhaps breathe
in mara and breathe out natha. But probably
the best way to say the mantra is to breathe
it all in and breathe out in silence. 63
On another occasion, he said, “We each find our
own speed for saying the mantra. Most people
say it in rhythm with their breathing.” 64 Both
instructions show Main’s interest in
rhythm/tempo and breathing in Christian
Meditation.
Swami Adiswarananda points out “pace of
repetition” as an important guideline for
mantra meditation. 65 According to him, an
appropriate speed is crucial. Based on his study
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on the sacred texts of Hindu mantra meditation
traditions, Adiswarananda says:
Japa [mantra repetition] should be
performed with an even tempo. The
repetition should be neither too slow nor
too fast. Furthermore, the repetition should
be in keeping with the rhythm of the
seeker’s personality. Every seeker has his
own rhythm, determined by his heartbeat,
breathing, pace of waking, and manner of
speaking. In his repetition he must abide by
this rhythm. 66
Here the importance of rhythm is clear. A
mantra is to be repeated with an established
stable pace. Main and Adiswarananda agree that
one should find one’s own rhythm. While
Adiswarananda claims that the rhythm is
determined by “seeker’s personality,” which
includes breathing, Main says that each
practitioner discovers one’s own speed for
saying it. 67 “Many people,” Freeman, affirms,
“quite naturally get into a rhythm
eventually….[T]he word [mantra] finds its own
rhythm.” 68
Instructions for Hindu mantra meditation
using so’ham, one of the most popular Hindu
mantras, show that repeating the mantra,
listening to it, and saying it in rhythmic
coordination with the breath are all present. 69 It
is believed that every living creature always,
whether consciously or unconsciously, makes
the sound so with the in-breath and ham with the
out-breath. Pandit Rajmani Tigunait refers to
so’ham as “the universal mantra” because of its
“intrinsic characteristic” and “no need for a
human teacher to formally initiate us into its
use.” 70
The practice of this mantra is not so
different from other mantras, especially for
novice meditators. Not being capable to hear the
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sound so’ham, one needs to mentally say or
imagine the sound in accordance with one’s
breathing and, at the same time, listen to the
sound. Here are instructions given by
Muktananda: “Whenever you sit quietly, follow
your breath and listen to the mantra [so’ham]. If
you do not immediately become aware that the
mantra is repeating itself, you can repeat the
syllables along with your breathing. In a few
days you will be able to synchronize the mantra
with your breath. Soon you will begin to hear the
mantra naturally.” 71
Another example is found in a
contemporary meditation guidebook, Meditation
for the Love of It: Enjoying Your Own Deepest
Experience, by Sally Kempton, who spent about
20 years as a spiritual seeker in Hindu
meditation: “Focus on the flow of the breath.
Gently and with relaxed attention, begin to
think the mantra So’ham. Coordinate the
syllables with the breathing—so on the
exhalation, ham on the inhalation….Listen to the
syllables as you repeat them. Allow your
attention to focus more and more fully on the
mantra’s syllables.” 72
It is clear that repeating, listening to, and
assimilating the mantra with the rhythm of the
breath are all present in both examples.
Concluding Reflections
Main’s instructions for listening to the
sound of the mantra and saying it in an even
tempo, possibly, in accordance with the breath,
are clearly present in Hindu mantra meditation
traditions, which are no doubt influencing his
development of Christian Meditation. These
elements are not found in Cassian’s
contemplative prayer. The Conferences advises
practitioners to cry out to God with the
passionate fervor appropriate to their current
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obstacles and resistances. Main and Satyananda
instruct practitioners to listen to the mantra
while saying it in a calm and gentle manner. In
Christian Meditation and Hindu mantra
meditation, the practitioners are taught to
recite the syllables of the mantra in conjunction
with the gentle rhythm of in-breath and outbreath. These shared manners of engaging with
the mantra are evidence of the influence of
Hindu mantra meditation on Main’s Christian
Meditation. Indeed, Christian Meditation seems
clearly a creative integration of Christian
contemplative and Hindu meditative traditions.
In closing, I will briefly discuss some
relevant implications of this integrative
contemplative practice. First, Christian
Meditation is the fruit of interreligious
encounter between the West and the East. In an
important
document,
“Dialogue
and
Proclamation: Reflection and Orientation on
Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of
the Gospel of Jesus Christ” (1991), the Pontifical
Council of Interreligious Dialogue distinguishes
four forms of dialogue: (i) the dialogue of life—
where people of different faiths strive to live
together in harmony and respect with their
immediate neighbors and co-workers; (ii) the
dialogue of action—where varied traditions work
together for common socio-moral concerns and
issues; (iii) the dialogue of theological exchange—
where people seek to better understand one
another’s religious beliefs and practices,
appreciating both significant commonalities
and differences, and (iv) the dialogue of religious
experience—which is the mutual sharing of one
another’s spiritual practices and ways of
approaching God. 73 Main is a great example of
those who have engaged in the dialogue of
“religious experience.” In fact, he is a pioneer of
Christian-Hindu dialogue at the level of religious
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experience/practice, given that he learned and
experienced Hindu mantra meditation in 1955
and later drew heavily upon his experience in
creatively developing Christian Meditation.
An interesting aspect of his engagement of
interreligious dialogue is the fact he was not a
cleric, nor professional scholar, nor a member of
any Christian religious order. He was a
layperson, who first approached the Swami on
business-related issues rather than for
spiritual/religious reasons. He met the Swami
not as a representative of a religious group, but
as an officer of the British Colonial Service.
Unexpectedly, Main’s interest in and aspiration
to learning a Hindu mantra meditation was
triggered by the Swami’s spiritual presence—his
“peacefulness and calm wisdom”—which led
him to ask the Swami to take him as his
meditation student. 74 As a layperson, Main’s
manner of engaging in interreligious dialogue of
experience/practice was personal, spontaneous,
genuine, and humble.
Main has a unique place among those who
are involved in the field of the dialogue of
religious experience/practice. He not only
practiced an Eastern meditation practice for and
by himself, but also incorporated practical
elements of Hindu meditation to create a
Christian contemplative prayer method that
became very popular for other Christians.
Concerning the dynamics of “prayer” in the
context of interreligious relations, the World
Council of Churches, observes: “The
disadvantage may be that one remains a
bystander.” 75 However, Main exemplifies how a
Christian can participate in, and learn from,
other faith traditions’ contemplative practices,
and then bring one’s learning to bear positively
into one’s own religious tradition. His
involvement in the field of practical dialogue
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resulted in the creation of Christian Meditation,
which became a global Christian contemplative
prayer form.
John Main’s interreligious dialogue of
religious experience/practice prepared him to
later recognize and satisfy urgent spiritual
needs of Christians from the 1970’s onward, by
developing and sharing Christian Meditation
with others. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, many
Christians turned to Eastern spirituality because
there were no easily accessible contemplative
prayer forms in Christianity which could meet
their spiritual hunger. In response to this need,
Main was a significant figure in the development
of a simple, how-to, contemplative prayer
method. 76 In this development, his personal
exposure to, and committed practice of,
Satyananda’s mantra meditation enabled him (i)
to identify Cassian’s unceasing prayer as a
hidden treasure, something equivalent to a
Hindu mantra meditation in the Christian
tradition, (ii) to modify it in a way that is simple,
accessible, and appealing to contemporary
Christians, and (iii) to make it available to lay
Christians as well as religious and clerics. Main’s
life exemplifies how even one person’s
individual engagement in interreligious
dialogue can bear spiritual fruits which have a
significant and unexpected impact on her/his
entire religious community and tradition.
Today, thousands of people benefit from
Main’s pioneering interreligious encounter.
Supported by the World Community for
Christian Meditation, this contemplative
spirituality has approximately 3000 groups in
over 120 countries around the world. 77 It is a farreaching and global practice. It seems fair to say
that, to some extent, the practitioners of
Christian Meditation indirectly promote the
importance of interreligious dialogue, especially
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at the level of spiritual practice and experience.
The spirit of Main’s dialogue of religious

experience/practice continues to live through
the popular movement of Christian Meditation.
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